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Musical Systems of Ancient Tamils 

Salem S. Jayalakshmi 


It is said that the enharmonic pattern was given up even by Greeks 
themselves as early as A.D, 100. 

‘ The Greeks themselves in their later Hellenistic and Roman periods 
gave up the enharmonic genus with its extremely minute intervals.’ 

Plutarch (A.D. 100) writes, ‘ of the three genera into which the musical 

scale is divided only one was cultivated by the ancients. In their 

treatises we find no direction given on the use of the diatonic genus or the 
chromatic, but of the enharmonic alone’. 

Plutarch adds, ‘ our contemporaries (A.D. 100) have thoroughly 
neglected the finest genus to which the ancients devoted all their eager- 
ness. Most of them have lost the discernment of eitharmonic intervals.’* 

Tamil music has preserved all the three systems and also another 
by name ‘ microtonal system ’. 

Caturappdlai (Microtonal System). 

While discussing the quarter-tone and micro-tone music, we should 
not forget an important factor which concerns the position of the scales. 
The process of modulation is prescribed in the diatonic and chromatic 
nature of modes when it comes to enharmonic system i.e, the quarter- 
tone music, Tamil works speak about the method of singing a note one 
sruti {alaku) less or above the standard notes that too in mdi-Samvadi 
relationship. Therefore to make experiements on quarter- tone system 
in the modulation process seems to be futile. These two systems namely 
the quarter-tone and microtone music mainly deal with the individual 
character of the note more on the tetra-chord basis and the movements of 
the musical phrases, Mr. Herald Powers says that an investigation on 
the earlier works as Sanglta Ratndkara of the twelfth century may help 
us in understanding the structure of the rdgds and their characteristic 
phrases. 

‘ The scale theories of the thirteenth century SangUa Ratndkara of 
Cdrankadeva are no longer comprehensible to the theorists of the six- 
teenth and seventeeth centuries, and are no longer applicable to the music 
of the later time. All the same, I feel that there is some point in enumerat- 
ing the famous thirteen raga-laksknas of that work. Even though these 
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lakshanas deal with a music we no longer know about, very probably a 
music not even based on the common-tonicdrone principle, none the less 
they are dealing witli melodic music, and in melodic terms 

‘ I have said tliat the theory based essentially on the Melakarta 
system, with its scales, special phrases, foreign notes and so on, leaves 
something to be desired. The principle deficiency, it seems to me, is 
that very want of analysis, the lack of attention to tire structure of the 
characteristic phrases. In this respect we may get some clues for a 
modern analytical approach from such older works as the Sanglta Ratnd- 
kura, even though its actual procedures may not be literally applicable. 
The concepts illustrated by the thirteen i‘dg«-Characteristics of the Sanglta 
Ratndkara seem to be based on melodic structure and not on arithme- 
tic, The practice of borrowing and using these terms in modern lists 
may be a step in the right direction, but one must follow as well the princi- 
ple and approach which they apparently repiesent.’^ 

It is necessary to go back to earlier works to get a clue of the struc- 
ture of mgSs. Bharat a, the author of Ndtya Sdstrd speaks about the 
Jatis, Shadja grama and Madyama grama. He also speaks about the 
value of ATutf, etc. Cdrattka deva who belonged to thirteenth century A.D. 
had advocated Bharatd's theory and formula in an elaborate manner in 
his Sanglta Ratndkara. He explains how the Jatis of rdgds were classi- 
fied and by murchana (the process of modulation) ragds were arrived at. 
He also gives the starting note and eirding note and dwelling notes of the 
scales. It may be difficult to find out which term defines which scale, etc. 
Swam I Vipuldnanda the author of Ydl Nid in Tamil gives the following 
table of Jatis, murchanas, etc. accoiding to the Sanglta Ratndkara’ s. 


JATI RAGAS 


No, 

Name 


Atma 

Naycjsa Apatryasa 


I. 

Shadji ‘ ■ 

1.JL 

SGMPD 

S 

G P 

mharayafa 

2, 

Arshabi . „ 


R DN 

R 

RDN 

Sudlutshadja 

3, 

Gafidan 


SGMPM 

G 

SP 

Boaravi 

4, 

Madhyama 

111 

SRMPD 

M 

SRMPD 

Kalapanata 

5. 

Panchami ■ - 

'* - .j 

RP 

P 

RPN 

Kahpanata 

6. 

Daivati 


RD 

D 

R MD 

Ahhimtagaiha 

7. 

Naishadi 


SON 

N 

SGN 

Abhiruiagatha 

8, 

Shadjakaisiki 


SGP 

G 

SPN 


9, 

Shadjodesyava 


SMDN 

M 

SD 

Aswakremta 

10. 

Shadjamadyama 


SRGMP 

SM 

SRGMP 





DN 


DN 

Matsareekrita 

11, 

Gaiidarodesya va 


SM 

M 

SD 

EouraYl 

12, 

Raktagdndari 


SGMPN 

G 

G 

Kalapanata 

13. 

Kaisiki 


SGMP 

GPN 

SGMPDN 





DN 



Harinaswa 

14. 

Madyamodesyaba 


P 

M 

SD 

Souveeri 

15, 

Kannaravi 


RPDN 

P 

RPDN 

Siiddamattlya 

16, 

Gdndata Pandiami 


P 

G 

R P 

Harinaswa 

17, 

Afidri 


RGPN 

G 

RGPN 

Souveeri 

IS, 

Nandayanti 


P 

G 

M P 

Hannaswa 
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Further to this classification, four additional methods of develop- 
ment on rdgds belonging to both Shadjgrama and Madyamagrama has 
been given in SangUa Ratndkara. They are as follows : (1) pure form 
(2) with the leading note B Kakali {Nishadam) (3) with major third E 
(andara gandaram) (4) with the leading note and major third (Jcakali- 
anaram) we can quote here a few examples of ragas which obtained 
their forms by such devices and which are in practice today. Ragd 
Karaharapriya (C D E b F G A Bb) taking the kakali becomes Gouri- 
manohari (C D Eb F G A B) Ragd Harikambodi taking Andaram (E) 
becomes Harikambodi. Ragd Todi (C Db Eb F G Ab B b) taking kakali- 
andaram becomes Mdyamdlava Goula (C D b E F G Ab B). These 
investigations may help us in our study of the earlier works of Tamil 
classics. Sdranka de va too mentions about Tamil music as Tevdra vartani 
and many of tite raga names and forms mentioned by him are similar to 
the names of pans in Tamil music. 

Tamil music prescribes four main modes and four jatis of each 
mode — thus totalling sixteen main modes. 

ndr perum pannum cdti ndhkum 
pdr patu tiranum pannenappatume 

The pati (mga) is described as four main modes, four Jatis and also 
their derivations (thati). The main modes were named as : — (1) pdlat 
ydl (2) kurjnei ydl (3) Maruta ydl (4) Neital ydl. 

It will be quite interesting to know that the Tamils had a five-fold 
division of landscapes namely (1) Kurmci, the mountains, hills and hilly 
tracts, (2) MuUai, the pasture lands, half jungle and half shrubbery, (3) 
marutam, the agricultural zones, (4) Neital, the maritime zones, (5) pdlai, 
the desert-like regions, Tolkdppiyam gives a full account of nature, 
poetry, art, instruments rdgds, etc. ascribed to these five-fold divisions of 
landscapes that were in vogue among the Tamils.^ 

The term ydl generally denotes the stringed instruments of Vena 
group. Here the term is used for the main mode which primarily tuned 
on the instrument. The Vattappdlai circle with the twelve astrological 
names allotted to each house had been furnished with two series of diato- 
nic scales, (see Example No. 5.) In this circle each ydl is given its speci- 
fic scales according to the following Cuttiram : 

tdrattulai toma pdlai ydl tankura 
loru mulait tdnrd kurinci ydl nere 
ill kuralir ronid maruta ydl tutta 
miliyir pirakka neital ydH 
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According to the Cuttiram the four main modes mentioned above 
give the following scales ; 

Maruta yU ; This scale starts from the house of Rhhabam where 
/// appears from kurcil. This scale is CempMai of dyappdlai — C major* 
The difference between the 12 semitone systems of dyappdlai and this 
vattappdlaf system is that the later systems takes E and A as 3 alakus 
(Srutis) instead of 4 Srutls as the former. This had been advocated as 
22 srutis the method of singing one srufi less in two notes of vadi Samvadi 
relationship. 

Kidnlci ydl: This mode starts from the house of tuldm where 
kural appears from ulai. This is the scale with F (Rdgd Kalyani). The 
three alakus go to E Sc B in the scale. 

Neital ydl : This mode starts from the house of Tanucu where 
tuttam appears fi'om ///. This is the scale with flattened B {Rdgd Han- 
kdmbodi). The 3 alakus occur in D and A of this scale. 

PdJal ydl : This mode appears in the house of Mesham where 
F projects from B. This scale takes C Db Eb F F Ab Bb* A scale 
without the dominant but with two Madyams F and F* The 3 alakus 
occur in notes F and Bb* 

The four main modes mentioned above get four modulations which 
are called four Jcitis. The terms in Tamil are ; (1) akam (2) pur am (3) 
arukiyal (4) perukiyah These modulations are done on the notes C E 
G B of a scale. This theory very much coincides with the Carafika 
devd's kakaliy andaram formula. It may be rather difficult to find a 
consensus of opinion on these formulas, because of the confusion in 
names which have been changing from time to time and also by terms 
which have more than one meaning. However by going through these 
processes we gain an insight into the foundations of Indian music which 
is the source and origin of music, present and past* 

The names of the modes and their jatis are given below with notes 
and rdgd names. 

Maruta ydl : pan name Scales with 3 alakus in 


2 notes 


akanilai 

puranilai 

Arukiyal 

Perukiyal 


Marutappan 

akari 

cdyavelarkollt 

Kinnaram 


C D £3 F G A^ B 
ODb Eb F^GAbBb 
C E F G A3 Bb 
C® Db Eb F3 F Ab Bb 
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Kurjnei ya[ : 

akanilai 

Kurind pan 

G D £3 F G A B» 

puranilai 

centu 

C* D Eb F G- Ab Bb 

Arukiyal 

Manfilam 

C D £3 F G A’ B 

Perukiyal 

ari 

CDbEbFGAbBb 

Neital ydl : 

akanilai 

Neital pan 

C D* E F G A» Bb 

puranilai 

Veldvali 

C Db Eb F* F Ab Bb* 

arukiyal 

Serakam 

CD*EbFGABb 

perukiyal 

Canti 

CDbEb*FFAb Bb*B 

Pdlai ydl : 

akanilai 

pdknppan 

C Db Eb F* F Ab Bb® 

puranilai 

Devali 

C Db D* E F Ab A* B 

Arukiyal 

Sdrkotikam 

C Db E* F F Ab Bb* B 

perukiyal 

nakanakam 

C Db D E F* G A Bb* 


We find a variety of combi nations in the sixteen different modes 
given above* The chromatic order appears in many scales as Db D, 
F Fj AbA, Bb B, etc. In addition to the chromatic nature^ notes taking 
3 alakus assure quarter tone nature. 

Cilappatikaram gives a beautiful picture of Mdtavi playiiig ydl on 
the four Jatis of Maruta ydL 

Pilaya marapin irel k5vaiyai 
ulai mutar kaikkilai iruvaikatti 
inai kilai pakai natpenrin nankin 
icai punar kurinilai eita nokki 
kuralvay ilivayk kettanal anriyum 
varanmurai maruhkin aintinum elinum 
ulai mutalakavum ulai Irakavum 
kural mutalakavum kural irakavum 
akanilai marutamum puranilai marutamum 
arukiyal marutamum perukiyal marutamum 
nalvakai catiyum nalam pera nokki 
muvakai iyakkamum muraiyuli kalippi^ 

Ilanko AtikaU the author of CUappatikdram describes the unerring 
tradition {pilayd marapu) of two scries of seven strings (the ydl with four- 
teen strings) which was tuned with the note F from the bottom to the 
note E in the higher octave, Mdtavi examines the fusion of notes while 
tuning the instrument ina!^ kihi^ pakai^ natpu these terms define four 
nature of notes namely the matings branching, inimical and friendly 
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notes. They are the dominant imi the sub-dominant (kilai) ih.& minor 
3rd and sharpened fourth (pakai) and the major 3rd and the leading note 
Naipu respectively. Again she examines the tuning of fourth and fifth 
relationship of the note {kuralvai ilivai kmanal) by careful listening and 
according to rules and tradition. 'The notes in chromatic order aintinum 
elinmt (Db D EbE F and Db D Eb F F G respectively) were also examined. 
The strings were tuned from F to F and C to C ulai mutalakavum ulai 
Irakavum kural mutalakavum kural Irdkavum. She started playing the 
four modulations — akanilai marutam, pura nilai\ manitam, arukiyal maru- 
tain, perukiyal marutam, the four Jatis of maruta ydl. She played them 
on three octaves {muvakai iyakkamum muraiyul kaljppi). 

It is surprising that the quarter-tone and micro-tone of vattappdhi 
and caturappdlai music gives immense beauty to rdgas even while used 
in chromatic order which is generally felt like coercing the ear. In the 
fourth system of caturappdlai the notes are used as quarter and semi- 
quarter tones, in some cases the note originating in one house leaps to 
the next house. Here are a few examples of rdgds in Carnatic music 
with such leaping notes. 

Q3 D5 — in Rdgd Goula Db starts from C and is sung with one alaku 

(eka Sruti rishabam) 

^3 Bb — in Rdgd Harikambodi — The note A is used with 3 alakus 

and comes very near to Bb interval between the two 

notes is one Sruti or even lower {panchasruti Deivatam) 

F ® — in Rdgd vardli the F is half sruti less to Panchama. 

- In Rdgd saftkarabavdna the B is used less than one sruti to 
oclave C. 

B® Bb A® — This phrase is used in rdgd at and 
F E® D® — This phrase is used in rdgd Devagdndari 

We can quote a number of instances of micro-tone usage in the pre- 
vailing rdgas of Indian music, where notes appear from the adjacent 
compartments. In earlier days these practices had a definite science sup- 
porting them. Later on, the minute particles of tones settled themselves 
into the forms of rdgds but the underlying grammar was slowly forgotten. 
Hence these micro-tonal usage came to be labelled as gamakas (grace 
notes). Panchaddsa gamakas (fifteen varieties of gamakas) are spoken 
about. 

Kampita : is a large shake. The manipulation of the note is such 
that there is not even the remotest suggestion of the adjacent notes (for 
example the shake of the ga in Atand, Anandabhairavi and Danydsi 
rdgds). 
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Lina : merging of a note softly into another note.® 

The quarter-tone music is something more than the portamento, 
this was the view of the ancient Greek also. ‘ These quarter tones were 
not merely for decorative, portament effect, if we accept the reading of 
the oldest fragment of Greek music left to us. This is a mutilated 
scrap of papyrus showing a line or so of Euripides ’ Orestes, together 
with musical symbols, dating perhaps from 344-338 B.C. (If it is not a fact 
that the music is later than the text). Tn this the lower quarter-tone of 
the enharmonic pyknon is approached by leap from a tone outside the 
tetrachord ’ 

Analysis of ragas on the lines of these four musical systems may be 
of immense help to students of music who are interested in a deep study 
of the science and grammar of the structure of ragas in Indian Music. 


FOOTNOTES 


^ Stfvenson, R.* Music before the 
Classical Era, Macmillan, London, 1958; 

p. 10* 

“ Powers, Haraldo, The Background 
of South Indian Raga System, Princeton 
University, 1958, p. 38* 

“ Thaninayagam, Xavier S*, Land' 
scape and Poetry, Asia Publishing House, 
London, 1966 ; p. 75. 


^ Ciiappatikaram^ Aiyeciyar Kuravaij 
Commentary, p. 449. 

^ Jbid., Venirkeitai, It 31-42. 

Sambamurthy, P-* South Indiari 
Music, Bk. IV, Indian Music Publishing 
House, Madias, 1954, p. 118, 

^ Smoldon, William, A History of 
Music, p, 23. 
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